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Introduction: Social media plays a crucial role in disseminating 
information, which can be particularly valuable during the COVID-19 
pandemic if the information is accurate. However, inaccurate or rumored 
information can increase the pressure on users. Despite this, there has been 
no study in Iran on the effects of social media on users during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Therefore, this analytical study aimed to determine the positive 
and negative effects of social media on users during the pandemic. 

Material and Methods: The psychological effects of social media on users 
have also been investigated from their point of view. The study included 384 
social media users who were surveyed using a researcher-made 
questionnaire. The sample was selected using virtual snowball sampling, 
and the collected data were analyzed using quantitative and qualitative 
methods. 

Results: Based on users' self-reports, the most significant impact of social 
media was attributed to informing people about the transmission methods 
of the disease, while the most negative effect was associated with people's 
fear of getting sick. Additionally, users believed that social media could be a 
source of anxiety for people in the community. 

Conclusion: The use of social media has significantly increased since the 
appearance of COVID-19, and users' views suggest that it has both positive 
and negative effects. To increase the effectiveness of social media, accurate 
information rather than rumors should be disseminated. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Currently, the world has been affected by COVID-19 
disease, and the World Health Organization (WHO) 
declared the disease as a global pandemic in March 
2020. It is a viral disease with flu-like symptoms, 
different severity, and spread rate [1]. The disease 
that originated in late 2019 [2] infected more than 
765 million people worldwide until May 10, 2023 and 
has killed more than 6.9 million people [3]. The 
effects of this disease have been unprecedented, 
extending beyond morbidity and mortality. 

Studies have shown that compensating social and 
economic damages caused by this disease worldwide 
may linger on more than a decade [4]. Due to the 

disease pandemic, governments have imposed many 
restrictions, such as restrictions on transportation, 
the prohibition of assembly in places, suspension of 
trade and business, and physical or social distancing 
in many countries, which all have socio-economic 
implications [5]. One of the critical effects of COVID-
19 disease is exerted on human communication. Due 
to limited face-to-face communication, people in the 
community were forced to try various 
communication strategies, e.g., using social media to 
maintain social communication and obtain reliable 
and valid news/information about COVID-19 [5]. 

Social media include platforms with the capacity to 
provide and publish information accessed via the 
internet, whose content is generated by users. There 
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is a high degree of interaction between the makers 
and the viewers, easily integrated with other sites [6]. 
Reliance on social media can have significant impacts 
on people’s lives. Positive effects such as meeting 
personal and social needs [7] and negative effects 
such as obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) and 
increased anxiety [8, 9] are among the consequences 
of relying on social media. 

In a similar study [10], it was shown that social media 
played an important role in the spread of anxiety 
during the COVID-19 pandemic and it is stated that 
there is a positive and significant correlation between 
the use of social media and the spread of panic attacks 
in users. However, another study [11] has highlighted 
the positive effects of social media, such as expanding 
people's awareness about the COVID-19, sharing 
experiences, viewpoints and distance learning. 

Despite the widespread use of social media during 
the COVID-19 crisis, some misinformation in the 
media is more contagious than COVID-19 [12, 13]. 
Discussing the effects of social media on people 
during illness can allow public health policy-makers 
to create and design targeted interventional and 
communication programs to eliminate spread 
rumors and guide people’s attitudes and behaviors in 
the right direction [13]. Considering the mentioned 
issues, it can be said, the use of social media, 
especially during the COVID-19 pandemic, is an 
integral part of people's life, which can have positive 
and negative effects on their life. The negative effects 
can be very destructive. Identifying these types of 
possible harmful effects can help to provide solutions 
to reduce them. In this study means of social media 
are most common computer-based technology that 
facilitates sharing information. In Iran most common 
social media are Telegram, WhatsApp, Instagram, 
Twitter, Facebook, Iranian social media (e.g., 
Soroush, Eitaa, etc.). We examined the websites of the 
Iranian Ministry of Health and the World Health 
Organization due to their crucial role in 
disseminating accurate information, as well as the 
tendency of some individuals to rely solely on them 
as sources of information. The study lies in evaluating 
the impact of social media on the people of Iranian 
society during the COVID-19 crisis from the 
perspective of media users. To the best of our 
knowledge, no such study has been conducted in Iran, 
making our research unique in providing insights 
from the user's viewpoint. 

By conducting this study, we aim to identify the 
positive and negative effects of social media use 
during the COVID-19 pandemic in Iran, as well as the 
relationship between the amount of social media use 
and the frequency of self-reporting of users for 
psychological disorders. The hypotheses of the 
research are that the use of the social media has 
increased significantly after the COVID-19 pandemic 
and the rate of self-reporting psychological disorders 

in users increase significantly with the increase in the 
use of social media. This means that we hypothesized 
that there is a significant relationship between the 
amount of social media use and the frequency of self-
reporting of users for psychological disorders. 

MATERIAL AND METHODS 

Study design and setting 

This study was descriptive-analytical and conducted 
in June to August 2020. The study population 
included all social media users over the age of 18. 
People under the age of 18 were excluded from the 
study since they did not reach legal age and might not 
understand some items in the questionnaire. Also, the 
virtual snowball sampling method was implemented. 
For this purpose, the research tool was shared online 
by researchers via Telegram social media groups and 
channels (with a total of 5517 members), WhatsApp 
groups (with a total of 1108 members), and 
Instagram pages (with a total of 4436 followers). 
Then, the members were asked to share the tool in 
the channels and groups they belong to, and request 
the same from members of those groups and 
channels. It is worth noting that these three social 
media tools were selected since they are the most 
popular and widely used social media among the 
people. The sample size was obtained using 
Cochran’s formula with an infinite population and d = 
0.05, i.e., 384 people. The questionnaire was activated 
from the moment of sharing and was disabled as soon 
as it reached the desired sample size. The completion 
of the questionnaire lasted 27 days by the relevant 
users to reach the desired sample size. A total of 1092 
people visited the online tool, and 384 people 
completed and submitted the questionnaire, i.e., the 
response rate was only 35.2%. The average response 
time for completion of the questionnaire by users was 
7 minutes and 51 seconds, which was calculated by 
the system. 

Designing questionnaire and data collection 

Due to the emergence of the disease and lack of 
corresponding standardized and localized 
questionnaires, researchers preferred to follow the 
design principles of the questionnaire. The reason for 
using this method was that our goal was the self-
expression of users for the effects of social media, and 
for this reason, the questionnaire method was used to 
collect users' opinions. For developing questionnaire, 
after collecting data from similar studies [9, 12-15] 
about the possible effects of social media on users, a 
virtual focus group session (due to the prohibition of 
holding a face-to-face meeting) was first held through 
the WhatsApp application between three people, 
including one health IT specialist, one clinical 
psychologist, and one psychiatrist. At the beginning 
of the session, the objectives of the research were 
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specified, and appropriate items were formulated 
using the brainstorming method. At the end of the 
session, an initial questionnaire was drafted 
consisted of two parts, namely demographic 
information, and 14 items used to measure the target 
variables. Then, the draft of this questionnaire was 
given to 6 people (two health information 
management specialists, two psychiatrists, and two 
clinical psychologists) for the validation procedure. 
At this stage, experts were asked to comment on the 
content validity of the questionnaire and comment 
about the necessity, simplicity and clarity of each of 
the items. All the opinions of the people were 
collected and after applying the opinions, the 
questionnaire was returned to them again until the 
final approval of all the experts. The approved 
questionnaire included the following 6 sections: 

1- Demographic information of users, including 
gender, age, place of residence, education degree, 
type of study field, and type of job. 

2- The usage of social media, including 5 multi-choice 
questions. In the case of social media utilized by users 
and trusted social media from the users’ point of 
view, choosing more than one answer was allowed.  

3- The benefits of social media, including 6 items, 
measured based on a 3-choice Likert scale (disagree, 
no idea, and agree). 

4- The disadvantages of social media, including 8 
items, measured based on a 3-choice Likert scale. 

5- The final opinion, comprising 2 items, with a three-
option response. 

6- Two open questions to evaluate users’ views on the 
most positive and most negative aspects of social 
media during the COVID-19 crisis. 

The questionnaire was designed using the PorseLine 
system (a Persian language system for designing 
online questionnaires). The user interface was 
designed graphically and user-friendly. In order to 
confirm the usability of the user interface, the online 
questionnaire was reviewed and approved by two IT 
specialists in terms of ease of use, attractiveness, and 
quality of the user interface. Also, all fields (except 
two open questions) were designed to be mandatory 
to eliminate the missing data. The online link address 
of the approved questionnaire was finally made 
available to all three researchers for sharing via social 
media. The reliability of the questionnaire was 
confirmed by Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.83. 

Data analysis 

The designer was provided with data as soon as the 
users sent it. After completing the data collection and 
deactivating the online questionnaire, the data were 
assigned for the analysis in SPSS 18. Descriptive 
statistics indicators were used to express the 
frequency and its percentage. The answers were 

presented on the Likert scale, ranging from 0 to 2 (0, 
1, and 2 representing disagree, no idea, and agree, 
respectively). The raw score for each question was 
obtained by calculating the corresponding average 
and then presented as an adjusted score on a scale of 
0-100 based on previous studies [16, 17]. The social 
media pros and cons were evaluated as follows: 0–19 
was very poor, 20-39 was poor, 40-59 was moderate, 
60-79 was good, and 80-100 was excellent. This data 
analysis method has been performed in some other 
studies [18, 19]. 

After testing the normality of the data by one-sample 
Kolmogorov-Smirnov (KS) test and ensuring that the 
distribution was normal, the independent sample t-
test was performed to determine the relationship 
between the mean score of the measured variables 
and gender. Also, the Pearson correlation coefficient 
was used to determine the relationship between the 
mean score of measured variables and age. Besides, 
the one-way ANOVA test was performed to specify 
the relationship between the mean score of measured 
variables and age groups, education degree, type of 
study field, job type, and residence location. A paired 
t-test was also used to determine the relationship 
between the average social media usage before and 
after COVID-19 prevalence (testing first hypothesis). 
The Pearson correlation was used to determine 
relationship between the mean score of self-reported 
psychological issues and the duration of media usage 
by individuals after the prevalence of COVID-19 
(testing second hypothesis). In all tests, a significance 
level of 0.05 was considered (=0.05). The content 
analysis method was implemented to analyze the two 
open questions. 

RESULTS 

In total, users from 24 provinces across the country 
participated in the study (out of 31 provinces). The 
results showed that the average age of the 
participants was 36.53 ± 10.93 years, age ranged 
from 18 to 69 years old. Most of the participants 
(59.3%) were women. Among the participants, 
36.5% had a bachelor’s degree, 52.3% majored in a 
field unrelated to the medical sciences, and 25% lived 
in Isfahan province (Table 1). 

According to users’ self-report, the most used social 
media for receiving news and information about 
COVID-19 was Telegram (185 cases), and the least 
used tool was Facebook (9 cases). However, users 
said they trust the news and information posted on 
the WHO website more than anything else does (157 
cases). The possible causes of these differences were 
discussed in the discussion section. Fig 1 shows the 
use rate of each social media by users and their levels 
of trust in news and information provided by each 
media. In this section, users were allowed to select 
more than one answer, and thus the total number 
exceeded 384. 
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Fig 1: Usage rate and trust in social media by users 

The average time for using social media before and 
after the COVID-19 outbreak was 3.72 ± 2.64 and 5.81 
± 4.1 among users, respectively. The Paired sample t-
test showed the significance of this difference 
(p<0.001, r=0.74), i.e., the use of social media has 
significantly increased since the COVID-19 outbreak. 
Therefore, the first hypothesis of the research was 
confirmed. Based on the Pearson correlation 
coefficient, there was a significant and weak inverse 
relationship between the time difference (between 
the use of social media before and after COVID-19 
prevalence) and age variable (p=0.004, r=-0.14).  

Table 1: Difference in the duration of social media usage 
(before and after COVID-19 outbreak) vs. users’ 

demographic characteristics 

Variable n (%) 
Mean of 

difference ± 
SD 

p-value 

Sex 
Male 

164 
(42.7) 

1.68 ± 2.44 
0.014* 

Female 
220 
(57.3) 

2.39 ± 2.99 

Age 
groups 

18-29 123 (32) 2.90 ± 2.89 

0.001** 

30-39 119 (31) 1.46 ± 2.11 

40-49 
83 
(21.6) 

1.98 ± 3.66 

50+ 
59 
(15.4) 

1.81 ± 1.89 

Degree 

Diploma 18 (4.7) 2.88 ± 2.84 

0.022** 

Associate 
Degree 

55 
(14.3) 

2.50 ± 3.64 

BSc 28 (7.3) 3.10 ±4.45 

MSC 
140 
(36.5) 

2.13 ± 2.71 

Ph.D.  
106 
(27.6) 

1.76 ± 1.89 

Above 37 (9.6) 1.05 ± 1.61 

Field 

Without 
University 
education 

55 
(14.3) 

2.40 ±3.44 

0.000** 

Related to 
Medical 
Sciences 

128 
(33.3) 

1.24 ±1.82 

Unrelated 
to Medical 
Sciences 

201 
(52.3) 

2.54 ± 2.98 

Variable n (%) 
Mean of 

difference ± 
SD 

p-value 

Job Type 

Jobless 
89 
(23.2) 

2.57 ± 3.33 

0.001** 

Related to 
medical 
sciences 

117 
(30.5) 

1.42 ± 2.65 

Unrelated 
to medical 
sciences 

144 
(37.5) 

2.08 ± 2.27 

Student of 
medical 
sciences 

14 (3.6) 4.00 ± 3.22 

Student of 
non-
medical 
sciences 

20 (5.2) 1.85 ± 2.87 

Location 

Tehran 
58 
(15.1) 

2.31 ± 3.28 

0.501** 

Khorasan 37 (9.6) 1.97 ± 3.48 
Isfahan 96 (25) 1.72 ± 2.10 

Fars 
88 
(22.9) 

2.42 ± 2.48 

Other 
Provinces 

105 
(27.3) 

2.07 ± 3.01 

* Independent Samples t-Test ** One-Way ANOVA 

Table 1 shows the relationship between the average 
difference in the duration of social media usage and 
demographic variables. According to this table, there 
are significant relationships between the difference 
in the duration of social media use (social media 
usage after COVID-19 outbreak and social media 
usage before that) and all of the demographic 
variables except location (p<0.05). 

The raw score of social media’s advantages for 
informing COVID-19 was 1.65, and its adjusted score 
was 82.5 out of 100. This shows that the 
dissemination of information about COVID-19 by 
social media has been found excellent from the users’ 
perspective. Fig 2 depicts users’ viewpoints on the 
upsides of informing COVID-19 by social media. From 
the users’ standpoint, the most significant advantage 
of social media was the declaration of methods to 
prevent the disease. Overall, from the users’ 
perspective, the performance of social media was 
good and excellent in all areas of questions in this 
section. Fig 2 shows the scores of each column in 
percentage. 
According to Table 2, after performing appropriate 
statistical tests, no significant relationship was observed 
between the mean score of social media advantages from 
the users’ point of view and any of the demographic 
characteristics (p>0.05). 

The raw score of social media’s disadvantages for 
informing COVID-19 was 0.79, and its score was 39.5 out 
of 100. In other words, according to users’ self-report, the 
distribution of news and information about COVID-19 in 
social media in a rate of weak to moderate could cause 
some psychological disorders and some disadvantages in 
this regard. Fig 3 shows users’ viewpoints on the 
psychological downside of informing COVID-19 by social 
media. From the users’ standpoint, the most negative 
psychological effect of social media was the worrying 
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about health and hypochondriasis (according to users’ 
statements). 

Fig 2: Percent agreement and scores of users’ viewpoints on 
the advantages of social media in informing COVID-19 

Fig. 3. Percent agreement and scores of users’ viewpoints on 
the psychological disadvantages of social media in informing 

COVID-19 

As per the Pearson correlation coefficient, there was 
a significant and weak direct relationship between 
the mean score of psychological disadvantages in 
social media and the duration of media usage by 
individuals after the prevalence of COVID-19 (p=0.01, 
r=0.13). In other words, people who spent more time 
on social media (according to self-reports) more 
were likely to experience anxiety, poor sleep, and low 
mood. Therefore, the second hypothesis of the 
research also was confirmed. 

According to Table 2, after performing appropriate 
statistical tests, no significant relationship was 
observed between the mean score of social media 
disadvantages from the users’ point of view and any 
of the demographic characteristics (p>0.05). 

Based on the users’ self-report, 67.4% of them 
registered in the COVID-19 screening system of 
Health Ministry and took the online test. Most users 
(55.2%) believed that the information available in 
social media about COVID-19 was sufficient, and 
56.3% believed that the advantages of social media 
on informing disease dominated its disadvantages. 

Table 3 shows the content analysis of users’ 
viewpoints on the most positive and negative effects 
of social media on informing COVID-19. It is worth 
noting that the results were the opinions of users 
about the possible effects of these media on all 
people, not necessarily, the specific effects and signs 
occurred for themselves. For example, a person may 
not have reported anxiety due to social media news, 
but he/she may believe that this news can be cause of 
anxiety in other people. Accordingly, these results 
were different from the self-report results. 

Table 2: Advantages and disadvantages of social media in informing COVID-19 vs. users’ demographic characteristics 

Variable 
Mean of advantages 

score 
p-value 

Mean of disadvantages 
score 

p-value 

Sex 
Male 1.68 ± 0.47 

0.300* 
0.77 ± 0.55 

0.709* 

Female 1.63 ± 0.45 0.79 ± 0.55 

Age groups 

18-29 1.63 ± 0.48 

0.712** 

0.82 ± 0.52 

0.440** 
30-39 1.64 ± 0.49 0.77 ± 0.58 
40-49 1.70 ± 0.42 0.82 ± 0.57 

50+ 1.66 ± 0.41 0.69 ± 0.54 

Degree 

Diploma 1.71 ± 0.47 

0.970** 

1.00 ± 0.6 

0.148** 

Associate Degree 1.65 ± 0.40 0.67 ± 0.48 
BSc 1.63 ± 0.49 0.82 ± 0.58 

MSC 1.64 ± 0.47 0.84 ± 0.54 

Ph.D. 1.68 ± 0.45 0.75 ± 0.56 
Above  1.64 ± 0.50 0.69 ± 0.58 

Field 
Without University education 1.65 ± 0.39 

0.988** 

0.77 ± 0.54 

0.075** Related to Medical Sciences 1.65 ± 0.49 0.70 ± 0.52 
Unrelated to Medical Sciences 1.66 ± 0.45 0.84 ± 0.56 

Job Type 

Jobless 1.58 ± 0.47 

0.355** 

0.81 ± 0.54 

0.172** 

Related to medical sciences 1.69 ± 0.47 0.69 ± 0.52 
Unrelated to medical sciences 1.66 ± 0.46 0.85 ± 0.58 

Student of medical sciences 1.58 ± 0.50 0.69 ± 0.54 

Student of non-medical sciences 1.77 ± 0.28 0.86 ± 0.55 

Location 

Tehran 1.60 ± 0.43 

0.821** 

0.73 ± 0.58 

0.244** 

Khorasan 1.69 ± 0.45 0.66 ± 0.46 

Isfahan 1.65 ± 0.45 0.76 ± 0.51 
Fars 1.69 ± 0.42 0.88 ± 0.55 

Other Provinces 1.65 ± 0.52 0.80 ± 0.59 

* Independent Samples t-Test   ** One-way ANOVA 
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Table 3. Content analysis of users’ viewpoints on the most positive and negative effects of social media 

Most positive aspects of social media (frequency) Most negative aspects of social media (frequency) 

Informing disease-preventive methods (78) 
Informing symptoms of the disease (38) 
 Fast and easy access to updated information (20) 
Informing disease transmission ways (17) 
Awareness of disease outbreaks (9) 

Causing anxiety (77) 
Dissemination of false news and rumors (56) 
Causing obsession (20) 
Provoking depression (10) 
Disease magnification (4) 
Inducing sleep disorder (2) 

DISCUSSION  

The study aimed to determine the effects of social 
media on people during the COVID-19 outbreak. The 
results showed that, from the users’ point of view, 
social media had an excellent positive effect on 
informing COVID-19, as well as weak-to-moderate 
psychological impacts. The most positive effect of 
social media was attributed to the informing methods 
to prevent the disease, and their most adverse effect 
was the fear of getting sick or hypochondriasis. 

Social media usage 

The results showed that the usage of social media 
significantly increased after the outbreak of COVID-
19, which was substantially higher in women than 
men. A rise in the usage of social media during the 
outbreak of COVID-19 has been reported in other 
similar studies [20, 21]. As one of the main reasons, 
quarantine and restriction of face-to-face 
communication have provided the possibility of 
further usage of social media during the spread of this 
disease. On the other hand, social media is one of the 
sources that can quickly share news and information 
about the disease, and many people have turned to 
these media for quick follow-up of the essential news 
and information. However, from the researchers’ 
points of view, degrees of usage and trust of/in each 
type of social media were interesting and debatable 
subjects in this section. Some previous studies [22, 
23] consider social media as a platform to express 
users' thoughts and feelings and receiving support, 
while some other relevant studies [24, 25] have 
discussed its negative aspects such as psychological 
effects. This difference can be related to the 
appropriate use of these media. The amount of use of 
these media and the type of media used can lead to 
different results in users. In our study, although most 
of the users used Telegram’s social media, they 
trusted the WHO website the most. Despite the fact 
that the portals are not parts of social media, they are 
listed here because of their importance. In some 
cases, the number of people who trust portals is 
higher than those using them. In other words, some 
people do not use some media and portals, even 
though they trust them, which might be attributed to 
requiring some computer literacy to use portals. 
People need to know the portal URL and can open it 
with an internet browser. On the other hand, the 

information provided by portals is of one-way type, 
not interactive. Besides, the WHO website is an 
English-based portal, and many people are unable to 
understand its common language. Since the study 
population included all users of social media, 
including people with low education, some of them 
could not use them in spite of trusting these types of 
networks. In this regard, to provide reliable 
information about the disease, it is strongly 
recommended that the Ministry of Health in each 
country create channels and groups on popular social 
media and run many advertising campaigns for their 
use. For example, in Iran, the creation of these 
channels and groups in Telegram, WhatsApp, and 
Instagram applications-which are the most popular 
social media tools in Iran-is recommended for 
sharing reliable and accurate information and 
denying false news and rumors. 

The positive effects of social media 

Based on the results, from the users’ points of view, 
the most positive effect of social media in the COVID-
19 outbreak period was informing disease 
transmission ways. Also, dissemination of 
information on prevention methods and the 
symptoms of the disease were of the next ranks. 
Taheri et al. [26] highlighted the crucial role of 
information technology, particularly the role of social 
media in carrying out rapid diagnostic and preventive 
measures during the spread of COVID-19. A study 
conducted in Pakistan noted the essential role of 
social media in providing accurate information in the 
COVID-19 pandemic and considers it vital for disease 
management in disaster situation [27]. Social media 
is a cost-effective platform for disseminating health 
information and can provide health education for its 
considered population. On the other hand, it is easy 
for the audience to receive this information [28, 29]. 
There is not any specific effective and certain 
treatment for COVID-19 [30]. Therefore, users on 
social media are more likely to seek information 
about disease prevention methods. Also, groups, 
channels, and social media pages conveniently share 
most of the information about disease prevention 
methods to meet the major demands of their users. 
Identifying the symptoms of the disease is also one of 
the growing demands of users because they intend to 
go to diagnostic centers as soon as they develop 
symptoms. However, the lack of definitive treatment 
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for the disease increases the sharing of information 
about the prevention, transmission, and symptoms of 
the disease, while it is essential to distinguish 
between true and false information. For example, 
Depoux et al. [13] stated that sharing incorrect 
information about the disease causes unnecessary 
fears in society, which can be more contagious than 
the disease itself and spread faster. Nonetheless, in 
today’s critical conditions, some people cannot 
recognize the right and wrong information shared on 
social media. Accordingly, researchers have 
suggested that pages and channels of formal health 
organizations in social media should be up-to-date 
and provide accurate and timely information as fast 
as possible. 

The negative effects of social media 

According to the users, the release of COVID-19 news 
and information has had a mild to moderate negative 
psychological effects on them. According to users’ 
viewpoints, the most negative psychological effects 
were as follows: fear of getting sick, anxiety, and 
disturbing thoughts. In fact, these negative effects, 
were reported by a greater number of users. Previous 
systematic reviews and meta-analyses [31, 32] 
showed relationship between social media usage and 
some mental disorders e.g., depression and 
psychological distress. In another systematic review, 
it was shown that high exposure to social media 
during the COVID-19 pandemic is associated with 
mental disorders, especially depression and anxiety 
[33]. The WHO considers the spread of 
misinformation on social media can be as dangerous 
as the spread of the virus itself [34]. Another study 
found that social media played an important role in 
preventing distribution of misinformation [35]. Of 
course, from our point of view, this is an optimistic 
situation. Because usually at first, wrong information 
is published and then these media have to try to deal 
with it. Also in study by Topf et al. [36], they 
considered the important role of general 
practitioners (GPs) in preventing the dissemination 
of misinformation. They believe that GPs should play 
an active role in social media and deal with this 
misinformation. We recommend that, a list of 
reputable channels, groups, and pages be published 
through the Ministry of Health and other 
stakeholders that this list may be helpful in 
preventing the spread of misinformation. It is better 
for these channels and groups to deny false news 
immediately after publication. Denial of fake news is 
better done by a responsible and reliable person for 
the people. 

In a similar study in India, more than one-third of 
Indian adults were reported with paranoia about 
acquiring COVID-19 infection and distress related to 
social media. Also, more than 12% had sleep 
difficulties during the prevalence of COVID-19 [37]. 
The spread of anxiety problems due to the 

distribution of different and extensive news and 
information on social media about COVID-19 has 
been one of the problems mentioned in similar 
studies [37-40]. The findings of these studies are 
consistent with the present study. As shown in this 
study, the use of social media was significantly 
elevated after the prevalence of COVID-19. Besides, 
according to some studies, the overuse of social 
media can itself be a reason for anxiety increase [41-
43]. The reported anxiety of users might be due to the 
nature of social media overuse. However, a study 
conducted in Belgium contradicts our findings in this 
regard and has stated that social media can reduce 
anxiety in the COVID-19 crisis due to the reduction of 
feelings of loneliness in people [44]. One of the 
reasons for this inconsistency can be related to the 
age of the participants. The participants in the 
mentioned study were all teenagers between the ages 
of 13 and 19 years old, and from the authors' point of 
view, the feeling of loneliness in them can increase 
anxiety in them, and the use of social media to cope 
with feelings of loneliness can be useful for 
decreasing anxiety. A similar study in China showed 
that nearly half of all people were depressed during 
the outbreak of COVID-19 in Wuhan, China, and the 
high prevalence of mental health problems was 
directly linked to social media exposure [39]. 
Although the prevalence of depression was not 
addressed in the present study, a quarter of users 
believed that the news and information published on 
social media caused depression (according to users’ 
self-reporting). This difference could be because the 
findings of the present study were subjective and 
based on users’ self-reporting. Thus, if a standard 
depression assessment tool is used to evaluate a 
user’s depression score, different results may be 
obtained. 

Content analysis of users’ viewpoints 

The most positive and negative aspects of social 
media included informing methods to prevent 
disease and causing anxiety, respectively. It is worth 
noting the users’ views on the pros and cons of social 
media do not necessarily mean that these side effects 
or benefits have occurred for them. Generally, 
people’s perspectives show how social media can 
affect society as a whole. 

Social media helps improve access to up-to-date 
information and allows people to receive information 
that may not be available in other ways [45]. This can 
help individuals and patients use this information for 
health-promoting purposes and prevent and treat the 
disease in the early stages [46, 47]. The rapid spread 
of information on social media and its publicity can 
be an opportunity for health policymakers to share 
their targeted information [47]. Providing correct 
information about the disease can help to crisis 
management during the disease [27]. However, if the 
information published by users becomes rumors and 
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false, especially in critical situations, it can have 
catastrophic consequences for policymakers [48, 49] 

Since the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
contradictory, and widespread news/information 
about the disease spread process, its symptoms, and 
epidemics have been available in social media. This 
procedure can exacerbate the detrimental 
psychological impacts of social media and may cause 
some anxiety and fear of getting the disease. 
Researchers have suggested that users should access 
credible and trusted social media if needed. For the 
reduction of the adverse psychological effects of such 
extensive information, it is recommended that pages 
should be created on social media for the treatment 
of psychological conditions specific to the critical 
period of COVID-19. Accordingly, people can consult 
with physicians and specialists in the early stages of 
mental distress and perform self-management 
activities to decrease such symptoms. Healthcare 
organizations should also expand their social media 
pages to share accurate information. In Iran, the 
government has imposed penalties for disseminators 
of false information and rumors (article 746 of the 
penal code) [50], which could be effective in reducing 
the spread of rumors. 

Study implications, limitations and direction to 
the future studies 

The study provides important implications for 
understanding how social media is being used by 
individuals to gather information about COVID-19 
and the potential advantages and disadvantages of 
this information source. 

Firstly, the study shows that there has been a 
significant increase in the use of social media for 
obtaining information about COVID-19 since the 
outbreak. This indicates that social media platforms 
have become an important source of information for 
individuals during the pandemic. 

Secondly, the study highlights the trust users have in 
the World Health Organization website over other 
social media platforms for obtaining information 
about COVID-19. This suggests that reliable and 
credible sources of information should be promoted 
on social media to combat the spread of 
misinformation and disinformation related to COVID-
19. 

Thirdly, the study identifies the advantages and 
disadvantages associated with social media for 
informing individuals about COVID-19. The 
advantages include the dissemination of information 
about disease prevention, while the disadvantages 
include the potential psychological harm that can 
result from excessive exposure to COVID-19 related 
news and information.  

Lastly, the study reveals the demographic 
characteristics of individuals who are more likely to 

spend more time on social media and experience 
more psychological harm as a result. This 
information can be used to target interventions and 
educational campaigns to individuals who may be at 
higher risk of experiencing negative effects from 
social media use during the pandemic. 

One of the most important limitations of this study is 
that the results cannot be used to determine the 
prevalence of a disease or psychological condition. 
The aim of this study was to examine the interaction 
of individuals with social media, and only self-
reported data was analyzed. For instance, the study 
does not provide prevalence rates of depression 
caused by social media, but rather demonstrates the 
extent to which individuals reporting depression 
interact with social media. For studies requiring a 
diagnosis of a particular psychological condition 
associated with social media use, standardized 
questionnaires and medical examinations are 
essential. Additionally, a small sample size due to 
poor cooperation from social media users limits 
generalizability, necessitating cautious 
interpretation of results. 

Another possible limitation of the study is the 
potential for recall bias when assessing the amount of 
time participants spent on social media before the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The questionnaire asks 
participants to recall this information, which may not 
be entirely accurate. 

This study has several strengths, including a 
discussion of the positive and negative psychological 
effects of social media use during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Furthermore, the study provides 
suggestions to mitigate negative effects and enhance 
positive outcomes associated with social media use. 
Finally, in addition to highlighting the advantages of 
social media use, this study considers its potential 
psychological impact on users. 

CONCLUSION  

Social media played a significant role in 
disseminating information during the COVID-19 
pandemic. The majority of social media users relied 
on social media platforms to learn about the 
transmission methods of the disease. However, there 
were also negative impacts associated with social 
media use, including increased fear and anxiety 
among users. The study highlights the importance of 
using reputable sources of information to 
disseminate accurate information and moderate the 
use of social media. These findings can inform 
policymakers and healthcare professionals in 
developing strategies to effectively use social media 
to communicate public health messages during 
health crises. Further research is needed to explore 
the long-term effects of social media use during 
pandemics and to develop effective interventions to 
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mitigate its negative impacts.  
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